University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

7-23-1993

Update On U.S.-cuba Relations
Erika Harding

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
Harding, Erika. "Update On U.S.-cuba Relations." (1993). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/11090

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 057477
ISSN: 1060-4189

Update On U.S.-cuba Relations
by Erika Harding
Category/Department: General
Published: Friday, July 23, 1993
Rumors that the US may be considering methods to improve relations with Cuba continue to surface
in the US media, largely fed by growing pressures from domestic and international groups, as
well as overtures by the Cuban government to open direct negotiations with the US. Nevertheless,
US officials consistently downplay such reports as baseless speculation, adamantly denying that
Washington has softened its traditional hard line stance against the Castro government. The change
of administrations in Washington this year, plus widespread concern over the precipitous decline
in living standards in Cuba, have for the first time shaken the unity of the once monolithic Cuban
community in Miami. Increasing numbers of Cubans in the US now support proposals to improve
bilateral relations between the US and Cuba, and some are openly calling for at least a partial lifting
of the 30-year old economic embargo. This fracturing of the Cuban community was accelerated
after the anti-Castro Cuban-American National Foundation (CANF), led by Jorge Mas Canosa,
lost much of its traditional political leverage in Washington. Shortly after President Clinton took
office, the CANF angered the new administration by throwing its political weight in Congress
against the nomination of Mario Baeza for assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs,
arguing that he would be too lenient toward the Castro government. As one Washington lobbyist
told the New York Times, the CANF "no longer has a pipeline to the Oval Office." In addition to
the loss of CANF influence and the novel support by many Cuban exiles for improved relations,
Washington is also facing increased pressure from domestic and foreign groups and individuals that
call for an end to the embargo. On June 23, for example, 76 European legislators from 11 countries
signed a letter to Clinton requesting the repeal of the "Torricelli Law," an amendment passed by
the US Congress last year which strengthens the US embargo. The letter also called on Washington
to lift the embargo altogether and to publicly rule out any plans for military intervention against
Cuba. Reflecting the change in political climate, a July 16 editorial in the New York Times called on
Clinton to modify US policy toward Cuba. The editorial urged Castro to free all political prisoners
in exchange for a "significant relaxation" of the embargo. "President Clinton would risk little, and
could gain a good deal, by removing America's Cuba policy from its Cold War freezer," read the
editorial. Despite such pressures, and the fact that key members of the Clinton administration are
on record as favoring changes in US policy toward Cuba, Clinton continues to publicly support
the Torricelli Law. "The administration continues to be very tough on Cuba, on implementing the
embargo," deputy assistant secretary of state Robert Gelbard told The New York Times. "There
is no reason for anyone to believe there is going to be any move from a very tough position on
Cuba." Nevertheless, novel efforts by the Cuban government to offer concessions as incentive to
open negotiations with Washington to improve relations could yet take the bite out of the Clinton
administration's hard line stance. For example, on June 15, the president of Cuba's State Committee
on Economic Cooperation (Comite Estatal de Colaboracion Economica, CECE), Ernesto Melendez,
said his government is willing to discuss US claims for compensation of properties nationalized by
the Castro regime in the 1960's if they formed part of broader talks to normalize relations. Melendez
added that US "belligerence" towards Cuba was the main factor blocking the initiation of such
negotiations. According to the State Department, 5,911 US citizens lost US$1.8 billion worth of
property as a result of the confiscations. Taking into account inflation and accrued interest, the US
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claims that the amount now owed to those individuals is between US$5 billion and US$6 billion.
Moreover, on June 10, Cuban Foreign Minister Roberto Robaina told reporters in Havana that the
government is prepared to begin talks with Washington on bilateral disputes without the US first
abandoning the Guantanamo naval base, although he emphasized that agreements on the future of
the base would constitute a top priority once bilateral relations are eventually restored. Removal of
US forces from Guantanamo had previously been maintained by Havana as a prerequisite for the
initiation of talks. In response to CECE's apparent concession, State Department spokesperson Mike
McCurry told reporters that Washington would be willing to talk to Cuba about compensation for
expropriated properties. "The Cuban government has not approached us through official channels
to discuss this subject," said McCurry. "However, our longstanding position is that Americans are
entitled to compensation for their expropriated properties, and that such compensation should
be paid unconditionally. If the Cubans have a proposal in this regard, we would be interested
in it." Still, McCurry warned that both Clinton and Secretary of State Warren Christopher have
repeatedly insisted that there have to be "some very basic, fundamental changes in Cuba" in order
for bilateral relations to improve. "We frankly are not sure if there is anything new in the [CECE's]
statement," added McCurry. In fact, Jose Luis Ponce spokesperson for the Cuban Interests Section
in Washington dismissed the idea that the offer to discuss property compensation represents
a change in policy. "There is nothing new,' said Ponce. "This is the position Cuba has always
maintained." Still, Cuba took advantage of the US press coverage regarding the compensation issue
to link the affair with demands for lifting the embargo. Olga Miranda, a legal adviser at the Foreign
Ministry, explained to reporters that it was the US economic embargo which from the beginning
blocked Cuba's ability to pay compensation to US citizens. According to Miranda, the 1960 law
which resulted in the nationalization of US properties, known as Law 851, includes mechanisms
for payment of compensation based on accepted international legal norms. Under Law 851, US
claimants could have received bonds which would have been be paid off on the basis of proceeds
from a fund financed by Cuban sugar sales to the US. But imposition of the economic embargo
effectively blocked the creation of the fund. Adding credibility to Miranda's arguments, Cuba has
successfully fulfilled compensation agreements over nationalized properties with Switzerland,
France, Canada, and Spain, as well as with individual investors from Britain, Italy and Mexico. On
July 9, in another indication that US policy on Cuba could change under the Clinton administration,
Commerce Secretary Ron Brown said the US would be willing to review its relations with Cuba if
Havana first implements political reforms, especially in the areas of human rights and democratic
freedoms. "We have to revise our entire foreign policy because the world is changing and the US
is faced with new circumstances," said Brown. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 06/10/93, 07/07/93,
07/09/93; Reuter, 06/15/93; Associated Press, 06/15/93, 06/16/93, 07/08/93; Agence France- Presse,
06/21/93, 06/29/93, 07/06/93, 07/08/93, 07/6/93; Spanish news service EFE, 07/06/93, 07/08/93;
Deutsche Press Agentur, 07/08/93; Notimex, 07/13/93; New York Times, 06/27/93, 07/16/93, 07/19/93)
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